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Executive Summary

Conference on Food Security Measurement and Research:
Papers and Proceedings

The Conference on Food Security Measurement and Research, held in Washington, D.C.
on January 21-22, 1994, was sponsored jointly by the USDA Food and Consumer Service (FCS)
and the HHS National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS). It marks the opening of a major
USDA/HHS initiative to develop and implement a state-of-the-art standardized survey instrument
to measure prevalences of specific conditions of food insecurity and poverty-linked hunger in the
U.S. population. The responsibility to develop and recommend such standard measures is
assigned jointly to FCS and NCHS under the federal Ten-Year Comprehensive Plan for the
National Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Program (Activity V-C-2.4).

The present volume contains the full proceedings of the general conference: invited
papers, presentations by invited speakers, floor discussion, and a set of post-conference technical
papers commissioned by FCS from independent non-governmental experts to clarify and elaborate
some of the basic technical issues developed in the conference. The purpose and objectives of
the conference may be described as follows:

0 review the existing state of the art in operationalizing and measuring the
dimensions of poverty-linked hunger and food insecurity in American households;

0 clarify and seek consistency in the terminology that has been used in discussing
poverty-linked, i.e., resource-constrained, hunger and food insecurity;

o explore the extent of consensus that has developed in the scholarly and research
communities on the technical means of identifying and measuring resource-
constrained food insecurity and hunger;

0 obtain advice on the next steps needed to create a state-of-the-art survey
instrument and data base from which national prevalence measurements of food
insecurity and hunger can be made; and

o consider some of the implications for research that would result from a federal
government effort to develop a standardized, annual national data set for the
measurement of household-level hunger and food insecurity.

In the period following the January 1994 conference, the Food and Consumer Service has
pursued an intensive effort to develop a state-of-the-art survey instrument to measure food

insecurity and hunger within the general U.S. population, aided by advice from many experts both
within and outside the federal government. In particular, the U.S. Bureau of the Census, Center
for Survey Methods Research (CSMR) contributed substantially to the development, testing, and
refinement of this instrument, which will be used for the first time in a new Food Security
Supplement to the Bureau’s Current Population Survey in April, 1995.

The present volume offers an introduction to the technical and scientific basis for
measuring, on a national basis from the new CPS Supplement data, the prevalences of hunger and
food insecurity at varying levels of severity within the U.S. population.
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PREFACE

One of the bedrock elements of public health and social welfare policy in the
United States since the Great Depression has been a national commitment to protect
individuals and families in America from unwanted hunger. This commitment is evident
in the nearly $40 billion of Federal funds devoted annually to national programs of food
assistance in the U.S. and in the mission statement of the Food and Consumer Service
(formerly Food and Nutrition Service) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture:

"To alleviate hunger and to safeguard the health and well-being of the nation
through the administration of nutrition education and domestic food assistance
programs.”

Notwithstanding this substantial national effort, poverty-linked hunger and food
insecurity remain a problem for some persons and families and for America as a nation.
For those who are directly affected, hunger may be experienced both in its direct form--
sometimes or often simply not having enough to eat--and in its broader form of food
insecurity--blocked or uncertain access to enough food for an active, healthy life, or to
safe, wholesome and socially acceptable sources and types of food.

In continuing the commitment to address the problem of hunger and food
insecurity in America, accurate knowledge of the sources, nature, and magnitude of these
conditions takes on increased importance. While we know that these conditions exist for
some portion of our population, we do not know with any confidence the dimensions of
the problem. What is needed is a set of clear, operational definitions and reliable,
authoritative measures of the prevalence of the conditions defined.

In recognition of this fact, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) together have launched a major
initiative to achieve better definition and measurement of the conditions of personal and
household food security in the United States. The first step in this initiative was the
decision to convene and co-sponsor the Conference on Food Security Measurement and
Research held in Washington, D.C. on January 21-22, 1994.

This conference was organized by the USDA Food and Consumer Service and the
HHS Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National Center for Health
Statistics (NCHS) with the active participation of six other concerned Federal agencies.
The conference was designed to bring together a large group of the leading academic,
government, and technical experts who have worked in the specialized area of identifying
and measuring hunger and other aspects of food insecurity. It was a technical conference,
focused on issues of measurement and related research. Broader policy concerns relating
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to the causes, consequences, and solutions to problems of hunger and food insecurity were
not addressed in this gathering. Rather, the conference aims were to:

) review the existing state of the art in operationalizing and measuring the
dimensions of hunger and food insecurity in American households;

0 clarify and seek consistency in the terminology employed in discussing
poverty-linked, i.e., resource-constrained, hunger and food insecurity;

0 explore the extent of consensus that has developed in the scholarly and
research communities on the technical means of identifying and measuring
resource-constrained food insecurity and hunger;

0 obtain advice on the next steps needed to create a state-of-the-art survey
instrument and data base from which national prevalence measurements of
food insecurity and hunger can be made; and

0 consider some of the implications for research that would result from the
availability of a standardized, annual national data set for the measurement
of household-level hunger and food insecurity.

The USDA and HHS organizers viewed the conference as a marked success in
achieving these objectives. First, the conference demonstrated a substantial degree of
consensus existing on the technical means and feasibility of measuring hunger and food
insecurity. Second, it revealed a high level of support within the scholarly and research
communities for the need and desirability of undertaking this task. Conference
participants both applauded the initiative already taken, and urged USDA and HHS to
follow through with their stated commitment to develop the planned national data set and
standardized set of measures.

In lending this support, conferees were in fact affirming one of the key activities
provided for in the 1993 federal inter-departmental "Ten-Year Comprehensive Plan for
the National Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Program.” This plan assigns the
following task responsibility jointly to the Food and Consumer Service and the National
Center for Health Statistics (Activity V-C-2.4):

"Recommend a standardized mechanism and instrument(s) for defining and
obtaining data on the prevalence of "food insecurity" or "food insufficiency" in the
U.S. and methodologies that can be used across the NNMRRP and at State and

local levels.”

We believe that the 1994 Washington Conference made a strong beginning and a
major contribution to the successful fulfillment of Activity V-C-2.4 of the National
Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Program’s Ten-Year Comprehensive Plan.

We are particularly pleased to make this volume of Conference Papers and
Proceedings available to conference participants and to the wider scholarly and policy

-Vi-



communities interested in problems of hunger and food insecurity in America. We expect
the discussion around these issues to continue to be lively and we hope that the present
volume will make a worthy contribution to that discussion. We believe that the volume
can provide a valuable resource to anyone interested in the scientific and technical issues
concerning the definition and measurement of hunger and food insecurity in America
today.

Michael E. Fishman

Acting Director, Office of Analysis and Evaluation
Food and Consumer Service
U.S. Department of Agriculture

Ronette R. Briefel, Dr.P.H., R.D.
Coordinator for Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research
Division of Health Examination Statistics
National Center for Health Statistics
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
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INTRODUCTION

Beginning in 1977, a basic question on household food sufficiency--developed by
a working group composed of Betty Peterkin, Eleanor Pao, other USDA nutritionists and
economists, and Mollie Orshansky of the Social Security Administration, Office of
Research and Statistics--has been included in every national food-use survey conducted
by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. This question, or a close variant, has now been
asked in at least 12 national population surveys over more than 15 years.

The next important development in federal government concern for measuring food
sufficiency and food security began in 1985 with the planning for the third National
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES III) in the Department of Health and
Human Service’s Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health
Statistics (NCHS). Under the leadership of Dr. Ronette Briefel and Dr. Catherine Woteki,
NHANES III incorporated the core of the USDA food-sufficiency question and six
specific hunger-indicator items adapted from the instrument developed by Cheryl Wehler
through the Community Childhood Hunger Identification Project (CCHIP). Subsequently,
variants of these questions also were incorporated in the Extended-Measures-of-Well-
Being Module included in the U.S. Bureau of the Census’ Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP) and in the Food Stamp Cash-Out Study surveys conducted for the
USDA Food and Consumer Service (FCS) by Abt Associates, Mathematica Policy
Research, Inc., and The Urban Institute.

Beginning in 1992, FCS (then the Food and Nutrition Service) began a systematic
study of the current literature on the definition and measurement of food insecurity and
hunger. This was a first step in carrying out one of the responsibilities assigned jointly
to FCS and NCHS under the recently formulated federal Ten-Year Comprehensive Plan
for the National Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Program: that is, to
"Recommend a standardized mechanism and instrument(s) for defining and obtaining data
on the prevalence of "food insecurity” or "food insufficiency"” in the U.S. ..."

Several developments encouraged this effort. First, recent research, both
government and private, had suggested persuasively the technical feasibility of making
valid, scaled measurements of the constructs of hunger and food insecurity. Second, the
concept of food security, which had appeared originally in the development literature for
very low-income regions, was increasingly being applied, with appropriate adaptations,
in the U.S. context. Third, a clear consensus appeared to be emerging within the
concerned professional communities about the most appropriate conceptual definitions of
hunger and food insecurity for wealthy countries, like the United States, in which some
population groups nevertheless experience the need deprivations associated with poverty.

All these developments were well expressed in the special annual meeting of the
American Institute of Nutrition (AIN) held in Charleston, South Carolina in December,
1989 and in the special report commissioned by AIN and prepared by the Life Sciences
Research Office (LSRO) of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental
Biology. This report, "Core Indicators of Nutritional State for Difficult to Sample
Populations" (The Journal of Nutrition, v.120, November 1990 Supplement), was
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particularly useful in presenting an authoritative expert definition of food security and
insecurity for the U.S. context and in noting clearly the relationship of food insecurity to
hunger and malnutrition:

"Food security was defined by the Expert Panel as access by all people at all
times to enough food for an active, healthy life and includes at a minimum: a) the
ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and b) the assured
ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways (e.g., without
resorting to emergency food supplies, scavenging, stealing, and other coping
strategies)."

"Food insecurity exists whenever the availability of nutritionally adequate and
safe foods or the ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways
is limited or uncertain.”

""Hunger, in its meaning of the uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack of
food. and malnutrition are potential, although not necessary, consequences of food
insecurity.”

The 1989 LSRO conceptual definitions of food security, insecurity, and hunger
provided a solid basis for the FCS/NCHS initiative to develop operational definitions of
hunger and food insecurity appropriate for use in large-scale national population surveys.
This effort was launched through an Interagency Working Group on Food Security
Measurement formed by FCS and NCHS in 1992. This group met regularly throughout
the following year to help plan the Conference on Food Security Measurement and
Research reported in this volume and took an active part in the conference.

Working materials prepared for the conference included a schematic representation
of our preliminary understanding of the domain of the food security concept. This
schematic sought to relate the broad concept expressed in the LSRO conceptual definition
to the available data and research bases from which equivalent operational definitions
would be derived (Exhibit 1). Food security is important to people at all levels of living;
however, as a public policy concern, a somewhat more limited domain has precedence.
That is, food insecurity and hunger as particular aspects of poverty--as consequences of
severe individual or family resource constraint--provided the focus for FCS’ and NCHS’
priority concerns in developing a reliable basis for measurement of these concepts.

This distinction also sets limits to the relevant hunger concept. We all are familiar
with the physical sensation of hunger, "the uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack
of food." But simple hunger as such, which can be casual or voluntary in nature, does
not define the object of public concern. Rather, the experience of families and individuals
who because of inadequate resources are forced to "go hungry" gives the condition
definition as a social problem. Hunger in this sense is usefully characterized as "resource-
constrained” to emphasize its involuntary nature and relationship to poverty.
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Exhibit ]
PC8 FOOD-SECURITY SCHEMATIC

Relationships of Hunger and Other Elements of the Pood-S8ecurity Concept,
Phenomena, Indicators, and Measures for the Individual and Household Level
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Another aspect of FCS’ and NCHS” interest in the measurement of food insecurity
and hunger is that the measures developed must be straightforward and relevant to public
policy and policy makers. In particular, they need to be scaled measures, able to reflect
variation in the level of severity of the condition observed. While the underlying
constructs are complex and multi-dimensional, the emphasis for policy relevance falls
initially upon the single dimension of relative severity.

Viewed in this light, a simple framework for measurement can be specified in
which three distinct levels of severity are defined for the conditions of food insecurity
observed in the data: (1) food insecurity short of actual hunger, (2) actual resource-
constrained hunger for one or more adult members of the household, and (3) severe
hunger, characterized by indicators of hunger among children in the household and/or by
indicators of more frequent or severe adult hunger.

This simple framework suggests the kind of policy-relevant prevalence measures
needed for hunger and food insecurity. Within this framework, conferees were asked to
address the key questions of the feasibility and means of adapting the technical methods
recently developed, primarily in the private sector, to the context of a nationally
representative household population survey. This simplifying perspective, emphasizing
relative levels of severity in a unidimensional sense, also proved useful for the conference
in providing a simple common framework within which diverse particular formulations
and emphases in visualizing hunger and food-insecurity concepts could be compared and.,
ultimately, reconciled.

The overriding aim of the conference was to identify the common ground existing
in earlier research and to examine the problems and requirements involved in now moving
toward a comprehensive version of a hunger and food-security survey instrument for a
general population sample that would accurately represent the existing state-of-the-art in
this area. We believe that this basic aim was fully realized by the conference.

For the government agencies involved, several important administrative and policy-
related objectives can be served by standardized national prevalence measures for
household food insecurity and hunger. Consistent annual national data on hunger and
food insecurity, at several levels of severity, can be used to:

) provide reliable estimates of the extent and location of hunger and hunger-risk
conditions in the population;

o  demonstrate the links between hunger and nutritional and health status;
0 target program assistance to highest-risk population groups;
0 assess program impacts and monitor progress in reducing food insecurity and

hunger.

In addition to the administrative and policy-related roles that standard annual
national measures of hunger and food insecurity can play, we expect that these measures
also will provide a useful new tool for research into the nature of these conditions.
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Such measures can facilitate new research, for example, into both the causes and
the consequences of resource-constrained hunger, helping to achieve both better
understanding and more focused policies to ameliorate the condition. The two most
important standard measurement tools so far available for this purpose--the national
poverty income-line measures on the one hand and the strictly medical and biologically
based measures of nutritional adequacy of diets on the other--have left an important gap.
It 1s this gap that will be filled by the planned new measures.

Following the January conference, a series of meetings was held with
representatives of the cooperating federal agencies and interested conference participants
to further explore and develop the themes articulated in the conference. Additional
analytic work was commissioned by FCS to clarify and expand on several conference
presentations (Appendix A).

Beginning in February 1994, the U.S. Bureau of the Census entered into an
interagency agreement with FCS to help develop, test, and refine a food security
questionnaire for inclusion as a special supplement to the Bureau’s April 1995 Current
Population Survey (CPS). A Census Bureau team under the direction of Ronald Tucker,
Chief, Current Population Survey Branch, and Dr. Elizabeth Martin, Director, Center for
Survey Methods Research (CSMR), worked over an 11-month period to analyze, pretest,
revise, field test, analyze, and revise again the survey instrument to be used in the April
1995 CPS Supplement. Technical direction of this extensive survey-method refinement
effort was provided by Dr. Eleanor Singer, Institute for Social Research, Columbia
University, and Bureau of the Census, CSMR.

A Census Bureau working group consisting of Maria Reed and Julie Feliciano,
CPS Branch, and Eleanor Singer and Jennifer Hess, CSMR, met regularly and often over
this period with the FCS working group consisting of Bruce Klein, Margaret Andrews,
and Gary Bickel. The FCS group, in turn, consulted frequently throughout the process
with Katherine Alaimo and Ronette Briefel, NCHS nutrition monitoring staff, who
provided valuable insights through analyses of the 1988-91 NHANES III food-sufficiency
data, and with the other members of the Interagency working group and the Conference
Workshop expert group. The aim of all participants in this endeavor was to achieve the
best possible survey instrument for producing a national data base from which valid and
reliable scaled measures of food insecurity and hunger can be constructed.

The ultimate outcome of the Washington, D.C. Conference on Food Security
Measurement and Research will be seen in the new data and measures which will result
from this broad, cooperative undertaking, spanning an unusually broad spectrum of public
and private efforts.

Steven Carlson, Bruce Klein, Margaret Andrews, Gary Bickel
Office of Analysis and Evaluation

Food and Consumer Service

U.S. Department of Agriculture
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